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After accompanying US President Bill Clinton on his recent Latin America trip, Barry McCaffrey, the
Clinton administration drug czar, went on to Colombia, following a short stop in Bolivia. McCaffrey
was in Colombia to support legislation that would make extradition retroactive, and, according to
some analysts, to lay the groundwork for more US involvement in counterinsurgency operations.
The trip, particularly the meeting with Colombian President Ernesto Samper, met some opposition
within the US State and Justice departments, as well as from some legislators in Washington.
For two consecutive years, the Clinton administration has decertified Colombia for noncompliance
with US goals in fighting drugs and for Samper's alleged connections to drug traffickers. One
Washington opponent of any softening of the US hard- line said, "The McCaffrey trip will undercut
the whole policy we've had toward Colombia. It will allow Samper to say, you see, they are changing
their policy." The administration insisted that it has not lessened its demands on Colombia.
A major purpose of McCaffrey's trip was to make it clear that no thaw in relations with the US
would happen if Colombia's Congress approves a weak extradition law that protects drug bosses
from facing trial in the US (see NotiSur, 04/25/97 and 10/03/97). In Washington before the trip, State
Department spokesperson James P. Rubin said the White House wants to encourage Samper to
persuade the legislators to pass a retroactive extradition law. "We have been troubled and dismayed
over the failure of the Senate in Colombia to pass a bill to allow extradition of Colombians for crimes
committed before such a bill's passage," Rubin said.
The extradition bill faces two final votes in the lower house by mid-December. The Senate version
of the bill, which limits extradition to those who commit crimes after the law takes effect, is likely to
prevail, despite US pressure and lobbying by Samper and others in the administration. McCaffrey
links rebels and drug trafficking Arriving from Bolivia, McCaffrey first visited a US-operated radar
post in the southern jungle town of Leticia, near Colombia's borders with Peru and Brazil. The radar
station is part of a US-coordinated network to detect planes carrying coca paste from Bolivia and
Peru to processing labs in Colombia.
US officials are vague about the number of radar stations the US has in Colombia and about the
number of US personnel who operate them. A Western diplomat recently told Reuters that at least
40 US personnel were based in Leticia alone. In his principal speech in Colombia, McCaffrey's
message was that the rebels and the drug traffickers have merged. "With the unholy alliance
between the cocaine industry and the revolutionary guerrilla movement, the drug-trafficker threat
to Colombian civil democratic society has again ratcheted up," McCaffrey said. "The melding
of revolution and international criminal organizations has created an unprecedented threat to
democracy, the rule of law, and the very fabric of society."
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In the past, US officials downplayed an alleged connection, and both the Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) and the US Embassy said that, while the rebels may be involved in protecting
coca growers for money, no evidence supports the merger of the two groups. But McCaffrey said
both the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the smaller Ejercito de
Liberacion Nacional (ELN) were infested with "narco-corrupted cadres." "We are now convinced
that the majority of the FARC and a significant faction of the ELN participate in and benefit from
drug trafficking," said McCaffrey. "The cocaine trade appears to be pumping about US$60 million
per year into the coffers of these revolutionary/criminal enterprises."
In his half-hour meeting with Samper on Oct. 20, McCaffrey told the Colombian president he is
also concerned about human rights abuses by landowner-backed militias who murder suspected
guerrilla sympathizers with increasing impunity. Samper assured McCaffrey his government would
confront the militias "with the same energy with which it is combating Colombian guerrillas."
McCaffrey supports more military aid Recently both McCaffrey and US ambassador Myles Frechette
expressed concern at the escalation of Colombia's long-running guerrilla war, which has claimed
more than 35,000 lives in the last 10 years. "The internal stability of Colombia is something that is of
concern to the whole continent," Frechette said in an interview last month with the daily newspaper
El Tiempo.
Before his trip, McCaffrey indicated that the US is ready to help fight Colombia's rebels, as part
of a new phase in the drug war. "I am going to see how we can back these two institutions (police
and army) who are subject to guerrilla attacks," McCaffrey said in an interview published in El
Tiempo. The drug czar denied that the US was preparing a specific counterinsurgency package
for Colombia, but said current agreements allow the military to use anti-narcotics aid against
the "narco-guerrillas." "We don't participate in anti-guerrilla operations," said McCaffrey. "But
in the area of drug production that is under the control of the FARC or the ELN, our aid goes to
the military and the police who confront those forces on the ground," said McCaffrey. Eduardo
Gamarra, a Florida-based Latin American political analyst, said McCaffrey was deliberately blurring
the lines between the drug war and the fight against the rebels. "What US policy is angling toward is
a greater presence of US counterinsurgency advisers in Colombia," he said.

McCaffrey heaps praise on police and military
Despite widespread criticism of human rights violations by the military, McCaffrey effusively
praised Colombia's security forces, saying they have performed heroically in combating drug
traffickers. "Colombian law enforcement and counterdrug military forces should be enormously
proud of their sacrifice, commitment, and courage," McCaffrey said. McCaffrey's remarks were
unusually warm, given Washington's hostility toward Colombia since 1994. "Your government
has strengthened sentences for drug traffickers, captured the leaders of the Cali cartel, and
passed a retroactive law on asset seizure," McCaffrey said. "Your brave police and military forces
have seized precursor chemicals, captured narcotics, destroyed cocaine and heroin laboratories,
decommissioned weapons, frozen narco bank accounts and real estate holdings, and put many
criminals in jail." Despite US decertification, US anti-narcotics aid in 1997 equalled the amount
spent during the seven preceding years. McCaffrey admitted, however, that the extension of illegal
coca fields increased by 32% during the past year.
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Following McCaffrey's visit, the head of Colombia's armed forces, Gen. Manuel Jose Bonnett
Larcano, said he was confident of increased US support for counterinsurgency. "I don't think the
time is far off when the US Congress will decide to support this fight," said Bonnett, adding that the
"proven" alliance between the guerrillas and drug trafficking would allow military and economic
aid to be used for fighting rebels. However, outgoing US Ambassador Frechette dismissed direct
US participation in counterinsurgency. "Absolutely not....I doubt very much that Congress would
approve that," said the ambassador. "Some legislators think that it would be good, but they are a
minority." [Sources: The Miami Herald, 10/10/97, 10/21/97; El Tiempo (Colombia), 10/16/97, 10/21/97;
Notimex, Spanish news service EFE, 10/21/97; Reuter, 10/03/97, 10/12/97, 10/19-22/97; Associated
Press, 10/03/97, 10/21/97, 10/22/97; Agence France-Presse, Clarin (Argentina), 10/22/97]
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